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Abstract  
The gradual growth of e-learning classes within the humanities raises a number of issues. E-learning is often perceived with 
distrust by teachers and students of the humanities disciplines: the percentage of e-learning classes is still very low compared to 
the total; attending students sometimes show a misunderstanding of the teaching methods associated with this approach; the 
familiarity of teachers and students with specific e-learning tools is limited, often at the expense of the effectiveness of the class. 
It is necessary to identify major issues related to communication and the use of learning contents belonging to e-learning classes 
in the humanities. The focus of key points is a prerequisite in order to develop solution strategies. A series of thematic 
questionnaires were distributed to teachers and tutors of e-learning classes within various Italian universities. Questions were 
developed following the experience of offering e-learning classes over the past two academic years at the Faculty of the 
Preservation of Cultural Heritage of the University of Bologna, located in Ravenna. Multiple choice questions aimed to create 
statistical data related to problems and generalized issues. Results from the analysis of the replies to the questionnaires allowed 
the authors to identify a number of recurring problems. Solutions adopted in a given year compared to the previous one have 
proved only partially effective. It is advisable to develop, on the basis of the identified problems, new programs and 
communication strategies for future e-learning classes. The test results will hopefully provide a basis for the preparation of a set 
of shared guidelines through which we can develop formal teaching and content standards able to help strengthen the provision of 
e-learning classes in the Classics. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. E-OHDUQLQJµVFHQDULRV¶LQItalian education and professional training 
E-learning in Italy is particularly widespread in: a) professional training (De Vita, 2007), particularly in small and 
medium-sized businesses to which e-learning provides an opportunity for an effective, low-cost, rapid deployment 
of knowledge and specific training; b) public administration (Mobilio, 2004), in particular through the former 
CNIPA (National Centre for Information Technology in Public Administration), now DigitPA (The National Body 
for Digitization in Public Administration), as a tool to improve professional skills and to develop a change 
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management strategy; c) professional associations, where lifelong learning is mostly needed and e-learning 
strategies allow fast, personalized and professional level training. 
University education provides quite a different scenario: pure e-learning has been adopted mainly by pedagogical 
(Calvani & Rotta, 2000; Calvani, 2005) and computer sciences. Provision in the latter field is generally widespread 
through e-learning platforms, even in secondary schools (Biondi, 2007). 
The gradual growth of pure and blended e-learning courses in the humanities is a particularly significant issue 
(Edwards, 2001). In particular, e-learning strategies facilitate the development of a 'Socratic' dialectic among 
teachers and students, a practice which is consubstantial to the original university structure. Despite the fact that 
dialogic relation is the best way to foster creative thinking for both pupils and their teachers this possibility is often 
disregarded within the university (MacRury, 2007). This perspective stands at the very roots of humanistic 
knowledge: building a critical understanding aimed to consider themes of interculturalism and "world citizenship" 
(Nussbaum, 1997) is one of its present day objectives. Particularly significant, moreover, are several experiences 
and critical perspectives within the classics (Amendola, 2004; Manca, 2009); furthermore, according to educational 
thinking experts, classics still hold a relevant position within  modern education (Barrow, 1999). 
Despite this, e-learning in the humanities is still marginal or, sometimes, inadequate to a series of critical issues 
which can be summarized as follows: a) e-learning is often perceived with scepticism by teachers and students of 
these disciplines; b) the number of e-learning courses is still very low compared to the total; c) the participation of 
students is sometimes linked to a misunderstanding of the teaching methods used; d) the familiarity of teachers and 
students with e-learning tools such as learning objects (Guerra, 2006) is limited, often to the detriment of the 
operational effectiveness of the course in question (Calvani & Rotta, 2000, pp.157-68). 
The authors assessed the above assumptions based on their own expertise, developed through previous 
experiences with e-learning (Iannucci, Comba, Parmeggiani & Zaccarini, 2009): the main issues are those related to 
communication and use of didactic content belonging to e-learning courses. The aim of this report is to point out 
some development perspectives which could be useful in order to identify solution strategies.  
 
2. Tools and methods for an information survey  
 
2.1. Identification of analysis issues 
The first step essentially involves a search of the data. We have therefore worked out a short questionnaire which 
focuses on several critical points. These have been empirically recorded during didactical activity and conversations 
with colleagues. Through the questionnaire we started an initial survey among professors employing e-learning in a 
number of Italian universities, aiming to determine the statistics with regard to the main issues and generalized 
cases. From this representative sample we left out the 12 "telematic" Universities, established by the law Legge 27 
Dicembre 2002, No. 289 (“Finanziaria 2003”), by which universities already authorized to issue legally acceptable 
educational qualifications may also be authorized to do in terms of distance-taught courses, provided that these 
courses and institutions have been acknowledged for such a purpose; a set of rules for each university was later 
issued through decrees by the Ministry of Education, Universities and Research. 
We have developed the questionnaire based on direct experience of blended learning courses delivered over the 
past two academic years at the Faculty of Preservation of Cultural Heritage, University of Bologna, Ravenna (Greek 
Literary Civilization; Greek Exegesis and Literary Sources).  
The questionnaire is composed of 23 questions split into four areas: technical features of the course (questions 1-
5); contents (6-8); course members (9-14); problems met (15-23). All questions are multiple choices, except one 
about the software platform employed. The interviewed professors were also invited via email to express their 
personal opinions and to make comments, a call which was answered by 8 out of 13. 
 
2.2. Identification of the survey sample 
We selected the questionnaire recipients through an on-line search based on the official list (MIUR) of courses in 
the humanities. The sample is based on courses belonging to the Faculties of Arts and Humanities (45 in the whole 
of Italy), Preservation of Cultural Heritage (Bologna, located in Ravenna; Viterbo) and Cultural Heritage (Lecce and 
Macerata, located in Fermo). Although the Faculty websites generally provide a certain degree of information about 
the kind of courses (conventional or e-learning) through sections dedicated to general study programmes, they do 
not provide a list of professors working with e-learning courses. On the other hand, the digital platforms (in many 
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cases, Moodle web pages) dedicated to university distance learning often provide lists of available subjects, but the 
professor's name does not usually appear next to the headline. Several professors, in addition, have personal web 
pages – not linked to those of their own Faculty – which they use to store multimedia learning materials. 
For these reasons it is not yet possible to compile a complete list of all professors of humanities in Italy who 
teach through e-learning. This is a significant aspect of the present analysis. There are no information tools, let alone 
coordination at the national level, which provides documented data regarding e-learning courses. 
The questionnaire was sent by e-mail, to 31 professors from 13 Italian universities (Bari, Bologna, Cagliari, 
Calabria, Florence, Macerata, Messina, Milan “Cattolica del Sacro Cuore”, Naples "Federico II", Pisa, Rome "La 
Sapienza", Turin, Venice). 13 professors replied who between them delivered a total of 16 courses in the humanities 
(Archive Research; Assyriology; Computational Linguistics; Digital Tools for the Study of the Ancient World; 
Economic and Social History of the Ancient World; History and Theory of the Media; History of Ancient Greece II; 
History of Industrial Heritage; History of Medieval Art; History of Modern Art in Italy and Europe; Industrial 
Archaeology; Introduction to Historical Studies; Latin Epigraphy; Medieval and Humanistic Latin Literature; Online 
Latin Literature; Roman Antiquities and Institutions). 
 
2.3. The set of questions 
 
I. Technical features of the course 
 
1. Course type: 
a) Pure e-learning (online only) 
b) Blended learning (online lectures/materials + classroom lectures, ca. 50% each) 
c) Classroom lectures + online repository of course materials  
 
2. Number of persons (teaching personnel) other than the professor (teaching tutor, computer tutor, etc..) 
a) 0 
b) 1 
c) 2 + 
 
3. Compared to the didactic offerings of your university, this course is: 
a) Your first experience, and the first (or one of the first) within the Faculty 
b) Your first experience, within a Faculty already having several e-learning courses 
c) The result of previous similar experiences 
 
4. Online informatic platform employed: (eg. Moodle, specifically designed CMS, static web pages, etc.) 
 
5. You conceived the platform employed for this course as: 
a) A simple online directory of files, lecture notes and informations useful to the study 
b) An integral part of the course, active, adaptable and evolving, just as class lectures 
 
II. Course Contents 
 
6. Learning Objects (LOs) employed by the course (multiple answers are possible): 
a) .ppt slides files, Scorm objects, etc. 
b) Multimedia files, images/audio/video 
c) Hypertext structures, Wiki pages 
 
7. Internal communication tools employed by the course (multiple answers are possible): 
a) Forums 
b) Mailing list 
c) Social Network Pages 
 
8. At the end of the course, teaching materials were, compared with the initial ones: 
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a) Broader: the teacher has developed and added materials during the lecture period 
b) Broader: the students have actively cooperated in terms of the integration and development of teaching 
materials 
c) Fewer: the teacher has decided to reduce the contents as they proved too broad 
 
III. Members of the course 
 
9. The course is: 
a) Mandatory as part of a specific Course of Study 
b) A choice among different options of a specific Course of Study 
c) Completely optional 
 
10. Compared to the average number of participants to the same (or similar) course in previous academic years, the 
number of students enrolled on your course was: 




11. The percentage of students attending class lectures (if any) was, compared to the total enrolled to the course, on 
average: 
a) Over 70% 
b) Between 50% and 70% 
c) Less than 50% 
 
12. The percentage of students attending online (e-learning) lectures was, compared to the total enrolled to the 
course, on average: 
a) Over 70% 
b) Between 50% and 70% 
c) Less than 50% 
 
13. The percentage of students using communication tools offered by the course was, on average: 
a) Over 70% 
b) Between 50% and 70% 
c) Less than 50% 
 
14. If the course has ended, are you aware of students still visiting the online informatic platform in order to consult 
didactic content (for review, interdisciplinary utility, etc.)? 




IV. Problems encountered 
 
15. Online didactic contents independently approached by the students were: 
a) Mainly carried out in the prescribed manner (e.g. online viewing only for Scorm objects and 
Wiki/hypertext structures; video presentation for .ppt files; etc.) 
b) Mostly carried out in an unexpected manner (e.g, print and "traditional" study of files designed for 
onscreen viewing/running/consultation only) 
 
16. Learning Objects better understood and enjoyed by students have been: 
a) Hypertext or Wiki objects related to the specific contents of the course 
b) Multimedia files 
c) Scorm object and/or .ppt file presentations 
d) More traditional files (.pdf, text files or similar) 
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e) Side tools to the course contents (atlas, indexes, glossaries, etc.) 
 
17. Learning Objects worse understood and enjoyed by students have been: 
a) Hypertext or Wiki objects related to the specific contents of the course 
b) Multimedia files 
c) Scorm object and/or .ppt file presentations 
d) More traditional files (.pdf, text files or similar) 
e) Side tools to the course contents (atlas, indexes, glossaries, etc.) 
18. As far as you are aware, did e-learning features have an impact on the students enrollment to the course? 
a) Definitely: it was the major reason 
b) Somewhat: some students showed curiosity and interest for the teaching methods of the course 
c) Hardly: sometimes students, before lectures began, were not even aware of the peculiarities of the course 
 
19. Overall, in your opinion, did students learn and easily use in a satisfactory manner, the contents and tools of the 
course? 
a) Yes, e-learning was a useful tool which  enhanced the effectiveness of the course 
b) Yes, but e-learning did not deliver the desired results 
c) No, for reasons related to the students' unfamiliarity with e-learning and to the low efficiency with which 
learning contents have been transmitted by the employed tools 
 
20. Based on this experience, do you intend to employ e-learning in the coming years? 
a) Yes, given the satisfactory results; I hope for a strengthening of the resources devoted by the Faculty to e-
learning 
b) Yes, but it is necessary to significantly correct the approach of teachers and students to e-learning 
c) No, e-learning is not suited for me/for my students 
 
21. Which major changes to the structure of the course are you considering to introduce, from the point of view of 
Learning Objects? 
a) None or minor: the course has worked/works effectively 
b) Significant: greater use of complex Learning Objects (Scorm objects, .ppt files, etc.) 
c) Significant: greater use of simplified Learning Objects (text files, images, etc.) 
d) Radical: a complete rethinking of the structure of the course 
 
22. Which major changes to the structure of the course are you considering to introduce, from the perspective of 
communication tools? 
a) None or minor: the tools have worked/work effectively 
b) Significant: a greater, even forced, use of communication tools at the expense of direct contacts, personal 
emails, etc. 
c) Radical: a general and necessary strengthening of communication tools 
 
23. Which major changes to the structure of the course are yiou considering to introduce, from the point of view of 
the students active participation? 
a) None or minor: the students participated/participate effectively 
b) Significant: it is necessary to encourage more active participation; I expect the introduction of testing and 
verification tools on the online platform 
c) Significant: it is necessary to encourage more active participation; I expect to task students with a 
significant amount of preparation/integration of didactic content 
2.4. Analysis of the results 
 
2.4.1 Course type  
The majority of courses (8 out of 13) consisted of class lectures combined with an online repository of didactic 
material; four of the professors of these courses stated that the latter acts as a simple online consultation directory 
for the students. Awareness of delivering a blended-learning course (co-presence of online “lectures” and class 
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lectures, see 2.4.10-11) happens only in four other instances. Of these, however, one claims not to have used online 
communication tools (see 2.4.7) nor teaching/technical support staff (2.4.3), employing the online platform only to 
make podcast recordings of class lectures available to students. In the remaining three cases, blended-learning 
courses employed more specific tools (see below), thus qualifying as blended-learning. Finally, one course was 
declared as pure e-learning (online classes only). 
 
2.4.2 Obligatoriness of the course 
Eight of the courses were mandatory within their Course of Studies: among these were two blended-learning 
courses and the only pure e-learning course. 
 
2.4.3 Teaching/technical personnel 
All three blended-learning courses employed at least one person (didactic and/or technical tutor) in support of the 
professor; the pure e-learning course did not provide this additional staff, as well as all other courses, with the 
exception of two (see fig. 1). This is a significant problem in the e-learning classes. As a recent research of the Open 
University of Israel demonstrates, students generally turn to peers, and not to their teachers, while seeking for help 
in order to overcome their conceptual difficulties (Caspi & Gorsky, 2006). 
 
 
2.4.4 Previous experience 
Almost all courses belonged to universities which had already adopted e-learning to varying degrees, although 
the field of humanities, and of classics in particular, is one of the least prone to do so. All three professors with 
blended-learning courses have several years of experience with e-learning and, within their universities, e-learning is 
generally more popular than in others. Most of the other professors were experiencing their first, or one of the first, 
e-learning provision within their own Faculty; among these, the pure e-learning course was a pioneer within the 
university where it was taught.  
 
2.4.5 Employed online platform 
We refer to the “online platform” as the software employed for the online part of the course. According to our 
survey, the most popular platform by far is Moodle (9 out of 13 cases): this suggests an apparently "spontaneous" 
common standard among the surveyed universities. Several professors also expressed significant additional remarks 
about Moodle, generally showing great appreciation: those having some experience with Moodle state that, over the 
years, its use has increased within their Degree Course, sometimes due to explicit requests made by the students to 
other professors. Adopting the online platform often meant an increased attendance to the course as Moodle allowed 
students who could not physically attend it to take part in the course. The biggest obstacle to a more widespread use 
of Moodle, in the opinion of several professors, is the complex preliminary work required. One course (blended-
learning) is instead based upon the Olat platform, while another employs Aigaion (Bibliography Managerment 
Software); the remaining courses use traditional static web pages, occasionally in combination with one of the above 
types of software. 
 
2.4.6 Learning Objects 
Among the forms of learning objects (LOs) employed on most popular platforms, the following six were included 
as options in the questionnaire: slides presentation files (.ppt or similar); Scorm objects; multimedia files; hypertext 
structures; Wiki structures; conventional plain text files (.pdf, word processor files). The pure e-learning course 
employed multimedia, hypertext and Wiki objects; all three blended-learning courses employed at least four 
different types of LOs (all six in two cases); all other courses focused on just one type of LO, rarely two, with a 
large preference for Scorm and Powerpoint objects. In nine cases out of thirteen, online didactic materials were 
accessed to a significant extent by students after the end of the course, due to personal and/or interdisciplinary 
interests (see fig. 1). 
 
2.4.7. Communication tools 
We classified as “internal communication tools” all means of online communication between professors and 
students. These always took the form of “community” tools, as they required/allowed complete visibility, access and 
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participation to each discussion by each member of the course: we provided three options, namely forums, mailing 
lists and social network pages. Due to the above requirements, we ruled out emails or other means of “private” 
communication. All these are meant both as didactic tools (part of “online lectures”, see 2.4.11) and as “social” tools 
aimed to improve communication between the professor and the class, as well as among the students themselves. 
The pure e-learning course made sole use of forums for communication with the class. All blended-learning courses 
employed all three communication tools while the remaining courses usually employed only one tool, typically a 
mailing list (see fig. 1). 
 
2.4.8 Didactic materials¶ increase at the end of the course 
Online didactic materials at the end of each course were, in all cases, more numerous compared to those initially 
provided. This meant that all courses developed new contents. However, in just one case (a blended-learning course) 
this work was also carried out by students, while in all others it was carried out only by the professor. 
 
2.4.9 Number of students 
The number of students enrolled on the examined courses was generally equal (10 cases) or superior (3 cases) to 
similar (but not e-learning) courses, belonging to the same Degree Course. No professor reported the number of 
students as being inferior to similar courses and/or previous academic years. 
 
2.4.10 Class lectures attendance 
Attendance at class lectures was, in all cases, well above 50% of the enrolled students, often (in six cases) over 
70% of them. 
 
2.4.11 Online lectures attendance 
We refer to “online lectures” as every kind of didactic activity that the students carry out, on their own or with 
the professor/tutor, through the online platform. This includes accessing LOs and all relevant discussions carried out 
through the online communications tools (on which cf. 2.4.12), but does not include “telematic” classes such as 
streaming videos of remote lectures, as we intentionally did not consider this form of distance learning (see above, 
2.1) and did not include it among the LO options (2.4.6).  
There is a regular discrepancy between attendance and participation in class lectures and online lectures: where 
present, the latter tend to present a consistently lower attendance. Two cases only (one is a blended-learning course) 
report an online lecture attendance of more than 70% of the enrolled students, while the most common percentage is 
around 50% and, in one case, less (although this is an optional course). In particular, built-in Moodle statistical 
tools, such as the number of downloads and the running of LOs, etc., provide a series of important data: students 
making use of didactic units provided on the online platform are often around or less than 50% (see fig. 2). 
 
2.4.12 Communication tools usage 
In almost all cases, more than 50% of the enrolled students have used the communication tools (see 2.4.7) at their 
disposal (see fig. 2). However, in two cases, including the pure e-learning course, the professor reported a lack of 
student participation (less than 50%) to online discussions. In general, the more varied and numerous tools that are 
provided, the higher the percentage of active participants: all blended-learning courses which provided all three 
different means of communication, showed an active participation that was consistently over 70%. 
 
2.4.13 Perspectives and criticism 
The section of the questionnaire regarding various kinds of issues (questions 16-23) focuses in particular on those 
about student-teacher communication, on the use and understanding of the provided LOs, on obstacles met while 
encouraging students to participate and interact actively online. Collected evidence suggests that didactic materials 
delivered through LOs conceived and designed exclusively for online access (e.g. hypertexts, videos, Scorm objects, 
presentation files) have been used as such by students, rather than them resorting to printing and/or offline browsing.  
According to the students, the better understood LOs were, in order of preference (the question allowed to 
express more than one): Scorm objects/ presentation files (11 preferences); traditional text files (6 preferences); 
multimedia files (5 preferences). The less successful LOs have been hypertexts and Wiki structures, as well as 
didactic support objects which were not strictly part of the course programme (atlases, indexes, glossaries, etc.), 
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when provided. As for Wiki and hypertext LOs, there are three significant exceptions: these LOs have constantly 
been rated as very effective (always first in preference) by two blended-learning courses and the pure e-learning 
course. 
All professors confirmed their intention to continue using e-learning (question 20). 
All answers, with one exception, showed a significant or sufficient degree of satisfaction concerning the results 
of each course in terms of student involvement and contents understanding through LOs (questions 21 and 23): six 
professors declared themselves to be fully satisfied, while the other five were adequately satisfied. Professors are 
roughly equally divided between those who plan to introduce only minor changes, and those who intend to apply 
significant changes to their next courses. The latter, in most cases, state their intention to maintain, for their 
following year’s courses, a largely similar structure to what has been already experienced, but introducing several 
major improvements: these concerned, most of all, online communication (question 22), the number and kind of 
LOs, and the means through which they will encourage (or “force”) students to take part in online activities. It is 
significant that while six professors, including those of the three blended-learning courses, positively assess 
communication to, with and among students, six others complained about little or no participation in forums or 
mailing lists (cf. 2.4.12), and wished to carry out, on their next courses, a general strengthening of internal 
communication tools. In just one case, a professor stated that he intends to significantly revise the way he 
encourages active participation of students by entrusting them with the preparation/integration of the online didactic 
content.  
3. Perspectives and guidelines 
Analysis of the questionnaire results allows us to identify a number of recurring problems: in particular, 
communication between teachers and students is often lacking; employing different communication tools and 
“enforcing” students’ participation (e.g. by limiting alternatives such as individual email communications, Faculty 
bulletin boards, etc.) results in only partial success. A possible solution must take into account that the online 
didactic nature of a true e-learning course should be fully integrated in terms of the online communication tools. 
Despite the small number of professors interviewed, which did not allow our survey to achieve a serial inquiry, 
we may conclude that solutions to the above problems in a given year have proven only partially effective compared 
to the previous one. Different views have been outlined concerning the practical features and purposes of e-learning: 
some professors believe that having their class lectures available through podcasts practically cancels the distinction 
between attending and not attending classes, also allowing students to revise the lesson by listening to the voice of 
the teacher. Some others employ the online platform as a repository of traditional didactic material, while others still 
believe that e-learning represents a major tool in 2011 through which they can involve students, although they hold 
some doubts about its potential effectiveness for all subjects.  
The collected data show that, among the three types of courses we identified, those in blended-learning provide 
the most encouraging results from every point of view with regard to education and communication; more 
specifically, the best results have been achieved through the coexistence of the following factors: blended-learning; 
large and diversified number of LOs; widespread and active use of online communication tools; support of at least 
one didactic/technical tutor (see attached Figs. 1 and 2). It is significant that all or most of these features have been 
adopted by professors having several years of e-learning experience. Our sample is too small to conclude that these 
features are preferable in all situations, but it does provide a series of potentially useful hints.  
To sum up, we may observe several critical issues (in particular: isolation of individual initiatives; lack of clarity 
in terms of adopted methods and objectives) in addition to an overall strong and committed participation by all 
professors. Despite this, a set of common standards does exist, probably identified through widespread common 
experiences and discussions: Moodle, Wiki structures, hypertexts, forums, etc. All of these elements, due to their 
particular nature, could be easily cross-linked to each other, but at the moment there is no “communication net", let 
alone an informal one, between the various e-learning courses in the humanities in Italian universities. This also 
reflects the different views about "what" an e-learning course is: the definition is also variable due to the lack of 
common discussion about it. Therefore, it would certainly be useful to establish such a network in order to 
contribute to further settling the outlined standards, to give greater visibility and credibility to e-learning, and to 
improve the willingness of many professors to commit their resources towards this kind of teaching. Hence the need 
for stronger links, which would allow us to establish such a network among professors experimenting with e-
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learning approaches within the humanities. The XXI Century and the development of Web 2.0 seem particularly 
favourable to e-learning within the humanities: humanistic knowledge must be critical instead of being shaped by 
(or shaping) models, thus its creation is always bi-directional. The learner needs constant feedback in order to be 
aware of what s/he is building and how s/he is doing so (Nussbaum, 1997).  
The issues discussed above should act as guidelines in order to generate content and communication strategies for 
the next generation of e-learning courses. It is advisable, from these test results, to start developing a set of common 
features through which establish formal, teaching and content standards aim to contribute to strengthening the 











































Figure 2. Active students: average % attending online lectures and using communication tools 
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